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Language Shattered: Contemporary Chinese Poetry and
Duoduo. By Maghiel van Crevel. Leiden, The Netherlands:
Research School Centre of Non-Western Studies, 1996. 355
pp. DFI.40 (paperback). ISBN 90-73782-52-X.
One of the most important projects facing critics and
scholars of twentieth-century Chinese poetry is that of rescuing it
from the clutches of over-politicization. It is quite evident that at
least since Mao Zedong’s doctrinal Yan’an Forum on Literature
and Art, writers within China have been about as concerned with
politics, often a matter of extreme, even life-threatening
consequences, as can possibly be imagined. Sadly, since the
Tiananmen incident in June of 1989, Western (particularly
American) publications have frequently sought to present
contemporary writers in mainland China as first and foremost
part of a poorly understood "democracy movement,1' and little
more. In both arenas, it is the writers' individual and often highly
idiosyncratic styles and forms of expression that are lost in the
shuffle. Maghiel van CreveKs book, Language Shattered;
Contemporary Chinese Poetry and Duoduo, marks an important
departure in this respect.
As his title suggests, van Crevers study works its way from
a general description of poetry writing in contemporary China to
a detailed discussion of the work of a single poet, Duoduo (pen
name of Li Shizheng). The introductory chapters, which trace the
development of poetry from orthodox literature written within the
confines of Communist ideology to the "underground literature"
as it evolves from the 1960’s untiM 979，are informative and a
welcome addition to the understanding of this
rather neglected period. Van C revel’s
contribution is particularly evident when he
:1
relies on his fieldw ork and personal
麵
com m unication with many of the poets
involved in laying the foundations for what
was to flourish as the by now almost
infamous Obscure Poetry of the 1980's. The
last chapter of the first section in his work,
“ Experim ental Poetry since 1979,” is a
particularly interesting description of the
complicated moment when the language of
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“Maospeak” （
Wao iveW/) met head-on elements of Western
modernism leaked into China (not entirely without official
sanction) after the end of the Cultural Revolution. Relying again
on fieldw ork and extensive review of official-channel
publications, van Crevel develops his subtle analysis of the
relationship between writers and officials in terms of the
expanding scope for individual expression (the “small I”）as
disillusionment with the mass-literature dogma of preceding
decades gave rise to the “crime of ambiguity” （
73) of the
Obscure Poets. The author then concludes the chapter with
thorough description of the various schools developing out of the
Obscure Poetry period, setting the stage for a discussion of the
present day and the work of Duoduo.
As an introduction to his discussion of Duoduo's work, van
Crevel provides an illuminating chapter entitled “Approach”
wherein he is at great pains to define his use of such terms as
“form ，
” “content,” “theme，
” and, most elaborately, “close reading”
(all derived from the work of the Dutch critic J. J. Oversteegen).
This unusually thorough methodological account is perhaps
overly judicious, as the information it presents could just as well
be gleaned from an attentive reading of the author’s exemplary
analysis of the poems themselves. Moreover, that van Crevel
was subjective and, like all of us, somewhat at the mercy of the
“hermeneutic cycle” （
116) in his selection of particular pieces of
Duoduo^ work seems to me a point hardly worth mentioning.
This aside, however, the ensuing chapters on Duoduo are
certainly the strong point of van Crevel's work.
The author divides Duoduo's writing into two general
periods, the earlier (chapter six— 1972-82) and the later (chapter
seven—1982-94), and provides ample evidence for his position
that Duoduo^ poetry grows more independent of the various
trends around it, and as it does so it becomes also more
complex and more beautiful. In both chapters van Crevel
develops an intriguing system of categorization he terms
“Politically and Chineseness.” He defines these in the following
way:I
I call a poem more or less political depending on the prominence
in that poem of the real world, and particularly of the socio
political reality of China since the Cultural Revolution proper. I

Book Reviews

151

call a poem more or less Chinese depending on the knowledge
of contemporary China it presupposes in its reader. (121)

This scheme is ideal for charting Duoduo’s development away
from socio-political commentary and into a slightly more opaque
but ultimately more rewarding (from this reader's point of view)
form of expression. For the later poems, van Crevel adds further
thematic schemes as the importance of the "real" world is
gradually superseded by the poet’s interest in such topics as
“Man and Man,” Man and Nature，
” “Exile,” and the “Limits of
Language." All of these themes serve, as van Crevel aptly puts
it, “as desk lamps, not as straitjackets” in the analysis of
Duoduo's work (174).
Indeed, van Crevel's approach is itself fertile ground for
metaphors of “light” of all kinds. In the hope of bringing about a
sort of “transparency” in the poetry he examines，the author
achieves maximum effect with his method of illumination by way
of description. Van Crevel’s work is by no means (nor pretends
to be) exhaustive and, like any good study of its kind, it manages
to raise interesting questions along the way. What, for instance,
allowed Obscure Poetry to flourish when it did? What precisely
was the impact of foreign literature at this most crucial juncture
of the development of modern Chinese poetry? And what, if
anything, does the contemporary scene have in common with
the poetry written in the first decades of the twentieth century?
Van Crevel’s study represents in many ways a critically
important stage in the burgeoning study of the poetry of this
period. It is also a preliminary stage, however, and needs
ultimately to be supplemented by works more theoretical in
nature. Van C reve l’s own scheme of P oliticality and
Chineseness, apt as it is for Duo Duo's work, may still be said to
run the risk of reaffirm ing the very dichotom ies
(political/personal, Chinese/foreign) which bind this literature to
the socio-political forces inside and outside of China. It is highly
probable that more theoretical approaches, should they be as
carefully executed as in van Crevers work, will facilitate further
discussion of these and other issues.
Paul Manfredi

